I hope you're all looking forward to Christmas and here at St Edward's we say that Christmas is one of the most wonderful, exciting and beautiful times of the year. But this Advent we have also been thinking about ways in which Christmas can turn into something that none of us really want and to take Christmas back again from what it has become so that it can be wonderful again.

We want to take it back from those who tell us that to really enjoy Christmas we have to spend huge amounts of money that we haven't got to buy loads  of things that we don't need and that you cannot enjoy it unless the total on the till receipt is bigger this Christmas than last. We want to enjoy Christmas and celebrate but we want to take Christmas back from the pressures that tell us we can only do this by getting stressed out shopping and eating and drinking more than is good for us whilst at the same time averting our eyes from the harsh fact the millions of children will go to bed hungry on Christmas Day. You know what is one of things people find most stressful at this time of year? Thinking of presents for people because they already have so much stuff. What do you buy the man who has everything? You don't buy them anything – you give the money to a charity that works with people who have practically nothing. 
The first Christians faced a challenge. They lived in a world where the Roman emperors fancied themselves as gods and they demanded worship but these Christians couldn't worship the Roman Emperor and they couldn't worship his empire either. They acknowledged only Jesus as Lord, how could they worship a human being? How could they worship the Empire and all that it stood for? Its military might? It's obscene wealth? Its brutality? They worshipped a different King who came in humility born in a manger, who died on the cross and who calls his followers "friends" and not "subjects" and invited them to walk in his way. But Emperor worship was not an option, as far as Rome was concerned. Not to worship the Emperor was to be disloyal to the Empire. It made you a suspect and you were hauled in by the police and ended up in the Coliseum entertaining lions. Because that is the way the Empire worked. The Romans colonised Europe and Asia Minor and everybody had to worship the Empire and if they didn't they had soldiers enough to sort things out.

Now, you and I don't live under a military colonial power but we are in just as much danger of being colonised and in some ways we are taken over in ways are even more sinister because I want suggest this morning that the Empire of our own day doesn't need soldiers to enforce its will because it is has got inside our heads. Let me explain what I mean by one simple example.

Parents come under tremendous pressure from their children to spend money on expensive gifts and toys for Christmas. And parents may feel they can't really afford these toys, especially at the moment, and anyway they have a sense that Christmas is about something more than this. But here's the problem: despite this, parents feel they have to buy the presents. Why? Because that's what you do. But who says that's what we do? Where is this pressure coming from? From children themselves certainly (it's called "pester-power") but where do they get the desire for toys that one month ago they never knew existed? Who teaches them what they want? Is it that our children are all greedy or all parents weak? Well, how about this for a statistic: the average child between 8 and 15 will spend 50 hours a week exposed to visual media of some kind or another. (And actually it can be higher than that because often children will "multitask" using computer/TV/smart phone all at the same time). They'll spend on average 40 min a week in meaningful conversation with their parents (and some of you with teenagers may be thinking "and that's on a  good week). So for every minute you spend talking to your child, they are spending over an hour watching the TV or on the computer where they see thousands of adverts teaching them what they can buy. 50 hours versus 40 minutes – who wins? One mum interviewed by the BBC said.

 "Mine, she wants a toy from [a well known store] and it costs £40. She shows me on the TV every day, when they show advertisements. She just points with her finger. 'Mum, can you buy me this for Christmas?"'
Christmas as we now celebrate it is largely run by those who want to sell us things and though you and I try and resist, here and there, this Empire is very powerful indeed and it's got inside our heads. And this is the tragedy: those who just exploit Christmas as a money making opportunity have taken something beautiful - the desire of parents to give good things to their children - and twisted it so that some parents think the way to express your love for your children is to buy them this latest must-have toy. And if we stop and think about it, we know this can't be true and yet we live in a society that says the most important things are the things we can possess and own. In such a world, how else do you show how much you love your children? You know what you've got to do: buy them that games console.
But that is not how it has to be and I think deep down we know that's a lie. When your children are grown up they're not going to say to you, "Mum, Dad, when you bought me that ipad then I really knew you loved me." In most cases our children don't need more things, they need more of us. Because parents should give good things to their children. They will know that you love them if you give them your time when you could be doing something else, give them encouragement them when life is hard, forgive them when they mess up, keep your promises to them, give of yourself so that they might flourish. This Christmas we are encouraging people to spend less but to give more. To spend less on stuff but to give more of ourselves. And this isn't just about parents and children. This is about friends, lovers, spouses, partners, family. It's nice to give and receive gifts, of course it is - even games consoles -  but what we need above all is the gift of another person's loving attention. We need one another to give to one another our time, our energy and above all our love.

So this Christmas we can begin to tell a different story and the story goes something like this. When God wanted to show us how much he loved us he didn't send us more things that we could own or buy or sell or advertise instead he gave us himself. He didn't come in a blaze of publicity; he wasn't seen at parties accompanied by the judges from X factor. He comes in humility and gentleness to Mary, Joseph, some shepherds and a people who lived under the jackboot of the Empire. God becomes flesh and blood and moves into the neighbourhood (John 1.14, The Message version). In Jesus, God did not come with promises of wealth but with the promise of a relationship with him. At Christmas, we remember that God came to share in our human life so that we might share in his divine life. This is Christmas. This is personal. God with us, God for us, God alongside us. If we want to live Christmas then we must give more of ourselves to others.
I really don't know how you persuade people, especially children, that they don't really need that expensive present. It is difficult for us to break patterns that we've maybe had for years. The pressure is immense and it comes at us from all sides and it's really hard to change. But I do think that if we could start to celebrate Christmas a little bit differently this year we would feel it is a great liberation. We don't have to do what the Empire tells us. So the simple suggestion this year is that you give one less present than you would normally give and you find a couple of things to do between now and Christmas day that give more of yourself to somebody else. How about arranging to meet up a friend you haven't seen for a while? Inviting that neighbour who's just moved into the street over for a cup of coffee? If you have children, put aside extra time to spend with them (ideally not in the Potteries shopping centre!). Is there a phone call you should make or a letter you should write? Is there someone who needs a hand with their garden? Could do with some babysitting? You can think of what works best for you. God so loved the world that he gave. God shared his life with us. Let's do the same for others.
